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Intern at the Harriman-Nielsen Farm:
Where to Begin?
By

Nana Mikkelsen

During the months of October and November 2008, I interned on
the Harriman-Nielsen Farm in Hampton, Iowa.
The Danish
American Heritage Society was looking for a Danish intern to assist
the Harriman-Nielsen Farm board in the process of creating an
interpretive exhibition, which would tell the stories of the estate. I
immediately thought it would be a good place for me to apply my
professional training in a combination of dramaturgy and
museology. I find it interesting to introduce theatre elements into a
museum context.

http://harriman-nielsen.blogspot.com/ (21.10.2009)

The Har-riman-Nielsen House

The purpose of this paper is to prove that my professionalism as
a dramaturg is beneficial in working with museum exhibitions, thus
verifying that there is a place and a need for people like me in the
world of museums. In order to achieve this, I shall describe the
connection between theatre and museum practice. Through a
presentation of the Harriman-Nielsen Farm and the board's
intentions with the project, I shall analyze the current exhibition and
use of the farm. In doing so, I shall draw on analytical tools from
both dramaturgy and museology. Then, I shall have an opportunity
to share some of my ideas for a new exhibition on the HarrimanNielsen Farm.
Dramaturgy and museology
Dramaturgy has a broad view of the theatre, which includes a
historical dimension, a practice dimension, and an analytical
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dimension, as well as cultural-political analysis. In the broad view,
exhibitions can be seen as a form of theatre, and museum practice
certainly contains the other dimensions mentioned above. In all
communication, whether it is in a theatre or in a museum, there is a
selection of understanding, which is individual to each person. Each
scene in a play will be understood differently by each member of the
audience. A play consists of sequences, episodes, scenes, and acts.
You can also divide a museum exhibition into smaller pieces. The
exhibition is the complete public presentation, whereas the exhibit is
a unit in the larger exhibition. The display is a presentation of
objects, or what you could call the arrangement of artifacts. 1 A
museum exhibition can be compared to a staged play and therefore,
each exhibit in the exhibition is to be compared to the scenes of a
play.
In a play, every sequence, episode, scene, and act are put
together in order to tell a certain story. The same can be said for the
museum exhibition. The order of displays and exhibits determines
which story is told. I call this the dramaturgy of the exhibition. It is
in these choices that the communication begins. In theatre, you talk
about the communication between stage and audience. The same
can be said about museums, where the communication occurs
between the exhibition and the visitor. In both cases, people get
different things out of the experience, and as audience/ visitor, you
have to invest in the communication to get something out of it. Both
in dramaturgy and in museology we talk about a contract of fiction:
An unspoken agreement between stage and audience-between
exhibition and visitor as well-where the audience/ visitor agrees on
the fiction and story line that the theatre or museum presents to
them. This contract has to be established early on, or else you will
lose the audience, and they will not be personally involved.
As I previously mentioned, the audience and visitors have to
invest in the experience in order to get something out of it. The
word "communication" contains the idea of a connection:
communication is exchange. If nobody comes to see the play or the
exhibition, no communication will have happened. The museums or
theatres have to make clear to themselves what they want to
communicate and how they want to do it. In doing so, they will be
more convincing in creating a contract of fiction.
Communication takes place in the space between stage and
audience; it is in that space that meaning is created. The interactive
experience model explains this very well. The model is developed in
the world of museology but can also be used to illustrate a theatre
experience. The model works with the idea that three contexts have
influence on the museum experience. The social context: Human
relations-who are you there with, and who else is there? The
personal context: Motivations, opinions, and previous knowledge.
The physical context: The architecture, indoor climate, lighting, and
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so on. These three contexts together make up the interactive
experience. So, it goes for both theatres and museums that when
you think communication, it is not enough to consider what you say
through the play or exhibition: you have to consider all the
surrounding contexts as well.
There are several dramaturgical methods being used in museum
practice today. These methods can be placed in three categories:
Exhibition composition, communication, and exhibition design. In
composing an exhibition you often use a narrative to guide the
visitors through the exhibition: the narrative is seen as a frame for
the communication of the exhibition.
A lot of new ways are being used in order to communicate with
the visitors. Previously, most museums relied on text to get the
message across, but these days, most people want more. Living
history is one of the most obvious ways of using dramaturgy in
museums. This is done in many places and in many different ways.
The same goes for role-playing. Hands-on is also a very popular
method of communication, where the visitors can touch and in a
sense interact with the exhibition. We have all been on guided tours
and seen tableau vivants (an arranged setting with figures to show a
certain situation), but perhaps we have never considered their
dramaturgical origin.
Tour guides use many dramaturgical
elements. When they do not think about their rhetoric or movement
patterns, it becomes boring and the visitors lose interest. Last but
not least, there is a strong dramaturgical element in designing an
exhibition. Tableaus are one of the methods to bring more life into
the museums, but there are many other things to consider-like the
path and story of the exhibition. These different dramaturgical
aspects focus on interaction, participation, and relevance for the
individual visitor.
The Harriman-Nielsen Farm
The farm was built in 1881 by Dr. 0. B. Harriman, who lived
there until 1905. From 1908 to 1920, a Danish family named Skow
lived there. In 1920, it was bought by Chris Nielsen and his family,
who were also Danish. Chris and his wife Anna emigrated from
Denmark in 1905 and had two daughters: Petrea (born 1908) and
Nielsine (born 1911). Chris ran a dairy from the farm. The girls
never married, and kept the house. Nielsine died in 2001 and
donated the farm and everything in it to the Franklin County
Historical Society. The Nielsens wrote letters to their family in
Denmark through all the years, and the collection contains about
2000 letters in Danish dating from 1897 to 1999, as well as many
documents, newspapers, and so on. That is what makes this
collection so special.
A board was established to work on the farm and convert the
home into a museum for the education and enjoyment of the public.
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My main source of information about the project has been Doreen
Petersen. She works with the collection of letters and other papers at
her house. I lived in her home, and therefore worked closely with
her every day. Everybody works as a volunteer on this project, and
none of them have any museum professional background.

Scanned by James D. Iversen from the Harriman-Nielsen Farm collections

Christian, Petrea, Nielsine, and Anna Nielsen, 1927

I tried to get an idea of the board's goals for the farm. Its overall
intention is to make the Harriman-Nielsen Farm a tourist attraction
and also a learning facility, where young people as well as grownups can learn. It was my impression that the learning aspect was
emphasized. The way this place is used and will be used in the
future is a combination of a museum and an event centre. For
instance, they have a Fall Festival in the beginning of October, which
is supposed to make people aware of the place and raise money for
the ongoing restoration. During my stay, we also had a group of
Girl Scouts come and perform different activities around the farm.
Right now, the estate contains only two buildings: the house and the
barn. There used to be several other buildings, and there will be
again. Three buildings have been donated to the farm and are being
moved. One of the buildings will contain Chris's dairy things.
These new buildings will bring the farm back to a more original
look. The Harriman-Nielsen Farm board focuses on the Nielsen
family and not the previous two families. When the farm is visited,
the home is the main attraction. Because of this, the place is often
wrongly called the Harriman-Nielsen House instead of Farm. The
story of the family is told in the house. The Harriman-Nielsen Farm
is only open by appointment or for larger events such as the Fall
Festival.
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Many of the people involved knew the sisters or knew of them,
and there are still people in town who remember Chris and Anna.
This creates a sort of "politeness zone" around parts of the
collection. There are certain items that some board members do not
feel will help in telling the story that the home should tell. Perhaps
they are right. In order to determine this, you have to decide which
story you want to tell. Either way, all these items are and should be
viewed as a part of the collection, because it was donated as a whole
to the museum. There is a tendency to feel responsible towards the
Nielsen family and not towards the visitors. My opinion is this: If
you do not want to create a museum for the visitors, but a shrine for
the family, do not bother at all.
A tour through the house
This description is based on Doreen Petersen's account of what
she usually does. It is also a reflection on what I have observed.
Visitors enter the dining room directly from the front porch. In
here, the story about how they got the house and about the
restoration work is told. They also tell the story of Chris and Anna,
and how they came to America. The visitors are encouraged to look
at pictures from Chris and Anna's Golden Wedding. Then, they
move to the kitchen where they talk more about the restoration work
and identify items that were originally in the house. Anna's dress is
displayed next to a picture of her wearing it. The kitchen is
sometimes also the place where the large collection of letters is
mentioned.
The group of visitors is taken through the dining room into the
living room. In this room, emphasis is put on a threatening letter
Chris received in 1923. Also, the story about Chris's sister Petrea,
who lived in the area and died after childbirth, before Chris and
Anna arrived, is told in this room. Chris' parents are mentioned,
and where he came from. In the music room, they talk about the
two girls' great interest in music. In here is also a picture of Dr.
Harriman. He was an important figure in the community and the
reason why the house was entered into the National Register, so the
board feels that he has to be mentioned on a tour. In the bedroom,
Petrea and Nielsine's confirmation dresses and a lot of their hats
from later years are displayed. The upstairs is not open to the
public, as it has not been restored yet. The board is working on
getting money for this to be done.
The tours may differ from time to time, because different people
conduct them. There are no official guidelines on what to tell and
how. The tours will also differ depending on who is visiting, and
which questions they ask. As I have mentioned previously, some
people knew the family, and some are even related to them. When a
relative gives a tour of the house, it becomes a completely different
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experience, and the emphasis will be on personal experiences in the
house.
Methods of analysis
Before you begin to change an exhibition, you have to find out
what is wrong with it. In my work, I have used two different
analytical methods, one taken from dramaturgy and one from
museology. The first week of my stay, I went to the house a couple
of times and just walked around, looking through everything. I also
attended the Fall Festival and observed the practice of this event. It
was important for me to take some time to experience it all before
going to work. I tried to put myself in the shoes of an ordinary
visitor. This is very difficult when you have a professional
background and have studied the place prior to arriving. Before
even sitting down with the analytical work, I already had certain
ideas and opinions. This cannot be prevented, but then you have to
use the analysis as verification.
After this first week, I sat down with a questionnaire worked out
by Patrice Pavis and an analysis model from Museumsgrundbogen
(The basic museum book).2 The purpose of Pavis's questionnaire is
to help spectators write down notes on a performance several days
or hours after it has taken place. He explains, "the questionnaire
stresses the importance of verbalizing the aesthetic experience and of
considering the overall system of a production after seeing it. The
spectator-witness is therefore led along a systematic, linear path
following a particular order." 3 The questionnaire is divided into
fourteen categories of questions.4 I found that these categories were
very useful in working with museum exhibitions, because they make
you think in a different way than you usually do in working with
museums. Some of the expressions make you think about new
aspects of the exhibition. For instance, question number seven is
about music and sound effects. These are fairly new methods in
most museums, and when you are confronted with this question,
you wonder why that is, and you begin to imagine the exhibition
with sound.
From museology, I have worked with an analysis model from
the book, Museumsgrundbogen (The basic museum book). 5 The
authors have constructed this model for analyzing a visit to a
museum. In this model, you work with three levels: object,
exhibition, and museum. Going across the three levels is the pillar of
communication.
Everything a museum does or says is
communication and tells you something about the museum. The
authors of this model point out that it is important to remember that
simplification and schematic representation are the weaknesses of
the analytical model.
There is always a risk that essential characteristics of the place
you analyze will be blurred. My point is that, in using these two
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models of analysis, the risk of blurring something out will be
diminished. Patrice Pavis focuses on the fact that a performance
functions as an entity, or at least that it should. The same thing goes
for a museum exhibition. You could say that the focus of the
analysis is to determine whether the exhibition is an entity and
whether the communication of the entity functions.
In the following, I will present my analysis of the house, based
on Patrice Pavis and the museological analysis. The Nielsen family
is the focus of the exhibition, and the fact that the place is called The
Harriman-Nielsen Farm seems to be misleading when you move
through the house. There is only one picture of Dr. Harriman and
nothing else that refers to him. The only reason his name is on the
house is because he built it, and his contribution to the town during
his lifetime was the reason why the house was accepted on the
National Register. The tour guides try to say something about Dr.
Harriman in the tours, but it seems misplaced in the house.
Another problem is the fact that you really cannot go through
the house without a guide. There is very little interpretive help
through the exhibition and no overall explanation. The house in
itself is very impressive to look at, and this builds up a certain
expectation in the visitors. There are no barriers in the house, so the
visitors are basically allowed to move anywhere they want. When
you move through the house, you get a sense of the last hundred
years passing by. The fact that the visitor can move through the
house and not just pass by it behind barriers enhances the personal
experience. The visitor becomes part of the exhibition.
The furniture in the house is used for different events. The
board uses the house for meetings as well and does not hesitate to
use the furniture and china. This kind of total hands-on experience
is one of the very charming aspects of the house, but I encouraged
the board to consider which items can endure years of touching and
which cannot. In my opinion, it would be a shame to eliminate this
aspect completely, but I also think that some items should be
protected.
When you go through a very quiet house like this, it tends to feel
like a shrine, and people lower their voices. This house was full of
music and talking when the Nielsen family lived here, and I think
that it should be so again.
The story being told in the house points in many different
directions; the main focus is on the Nielsen family, but there is no
focus on the story that the collection should tell. The board has
worked very hard on restoring the house and the barn, which has to
be done, but it is obvious that the exhibition in the house mainly
consists of the stories that were immediately available to the board.
Right now, the focus of the exhibition is on the restoration and not
on the story of the Nielsens. Still, the overall exhibition design
seems to be to keep the interior as the family lived in it. I see the
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idea, but currently, the house does not feel alive and lived in. The
characters of the story are alive in this house as much as they could
be. The place would have a greater value as an attraction if they
developed on this area and made it possible for people to move
around the house and explore an exhibition on their own. This has
been my focus during my stay in Hampton. It is my experience that
visitors react very positively and ask many questions to the subject
of the farm-the Nielsens' story. On the basis of this, I think that
there is reason to go on with this project and make it a better place
for communication.
One of the major problems for the Harriman-Nielsen Farm is
that no one has the overall view of the project. The board members
have taken charge of different aspects of the project, but some sense
of direction is needed. Money is, of course, the never-ending
headache for a project like this. Everything has to do with
fundraising, and a lot of time is invested in this. This diverts the
focus from making the exhibition work.
At the exhibition level, which has been my main focus, there are
two main problems. First is the lack of an underlying storyline or
message. Second is the fact that the letters are not being used, but
just mentioned. The letters are the most important part of the
collection, and they tell the story of this family. Most of them are in
Danish, though when I arrived in Hampton, about 100 letters had
already been translated but were not being used.
What can a dramaturg do?
First of all, it was important for me to determine which story the
house should tell. If you try to tell several different stories the
visitor will get confused and finally lose interest.
Through
conversations with board members, I realized that it was a goal for
many of them to make this family's story the story of many
immigrants. So, this became my main focus in working with the
exhibition. I wanted the house to represent the period of time where
the family lived in the house, from 1920 until Chris' death. Chris
and Anna were immigrants, and therefore, the emphasis should be
on them. I wanted the house to tell the stories of how Chris and
Anna kept their Danish heritage and combined it with their new
country. The goal was to make the story very accessible, easy to
understand and feel for the visitors. I like the fact that you can move
freely through the house. I wanted to develop this aspect, so you get
the feeling that the family still lives there.
In this process, the letters play an important role: They are able
to make the family and their story come to life. Through displays
using letters, I would like the visitors to get the feeling that this
could have been their own ancestors. This could also appeal to
recent immigrants in the USA.
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In order to make the family come alive, I started thinking of
them as characters in a play. This developed into the idea that they
could be presented as such. Before entering the house, you could be
greeted by a photo of the family, where their names are written
underneath. They could welcome the visitors in both English and
Danish and give you the notion that they could be your ancestors.
This statement could follow the visitor through the house, and
hopefully make the experience more personal.
In order to accommodate different visitors, I suggested the use
of different layers in the exhibition. The visitors should be able to
decide how deep into the exhibition they want to go, and what kind
of information they want. The top layer is, of course, the house
itself. Each room will have a different story or theme to tell. A label
will tell the theme of the room using photos and quotations from the
letters. The letters are very important, and I have used several of the
stories found in the letters in my proposals to the board. You could
say that the exhibition is founded on the letters. All along, it has
been my intention that a publication with all the translated letters
should be available to the visitors. This will give them the
possibility of going deeper into the story. It should also be possible
to sit down in the living room and read or listen.
When making drafts for the labels, I have worked with the idea
to look at the labels as scrapbook pages. This could again enhance
the idea that it could be your ancestors who had made a scrapbook.
It has been important for me to use many pictures, because most
people do not find it interesting to read long fact-filled texts. The
labels should have a little story about what is happening in this
room "now." This fictitious "now" is meant to bring the visitors into
the mood of the room. It should be planned to work together with
the tableau of the room. The story could be that Chris and Anna
have celebrated their Golden Wedding, and the dining room table is
still set. Then, you would have a more "lived-in" feeling. If the
visitor wants to know more about the room, there should be a
visitor's book, to be carried around.
In order to establish breaks between all this looking and reading
I suggested incorporating sound, hands-on experiences, and perhaps
even smells into the house. These things make the story come alive,
they bring focus on interactivity, and the visitor becomes part of the
exhibition. A great concern of mine was the stillness of the house;
therefore, I suggested that music should be played in the music
room. This would make people feel more at home and encourage
them to interact with each other. Another bit of sound could be
played as the visitor enters the kitchen: Anna greets you in Danish.
Hopefully, this will make people smile, and look in their visitor's
books to see what she is saying. Hands-on experiences emphasize
interactivity; these could be to try on clothes and hats or to listen to
tape recordings of the letters being read aloud. There are many
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possibilities, and in my opinion this house is perfect for the
implementation of these.
I have now given a short account of my work with the
Harriman-Nielsen Farm and the close connection between
dramaturgy and museology. Seen in this light; it is my strong
conviction that my stay in Hampton has been beneficial both for me
and for the Harriman-Nielsen Farm.
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Appendix 1.
Patrice Pavis: Questionnaire
1. General discussion of performance
(a) What holds elements of performance together
(b) Relationship between systems of staging
(c) Coherence or incoherence
(d) Aesthetic principles of the production
(e) What you find disturbing about the production; strong
moments or weak, boring moments
2. Scenography
(a) Spatial forms: urban, architectural, scenic, gestural, etc.
(b) Relationship between audience space and acting space
(c) System of colors and their connotations
(d) Principles of organization of space
Relationship between on-stage and off-stage
Links between space utilized and fiction of the
staged dramatic text
What is shown and what is implied
3. Lighting system
4. Stage properties
Type, function, relationship to space and actors' bodies
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5. Costumes
How they work; relationship to actors' bodies
6. Actors' performances
(a) Individual or conventional style of acting
(b) Relation between actor and group
(c) Relation between text and body, between actor and role
(d) Quality of gestures and mime
(e) Quality of voices
(f) How dialogues develop
7. Function of music and sound effects
8. Pace of performance
(a) Overall pace
(b) Pace of certain signifying systems (lighting, costumes,
gestures, etc.)
(c) Steady or broken pace
9. Interpretation of story line in performance
(a) What story is being told
(b) What kind of dramaturgical choices have been made
(c) What are ambiguities in performance and what are points of
explanation
(d) How is plot structured
(e) How is story constructed by actors and staging
(f) What is genre of dramatic text
10. Text in performance
(a) Main features of translation
(b) What role is given to dramatic text in production
(c) Relationship between text and image
11. Audience
(a) Where does performance take place
(b) What expectations did you have of performance
(c) How did audience react
(d) Role of spectator in production of meaning
12. How to notate (photograph, and film) this production
(a) How to notate performance technically
(b) Which images have you retained
13. What cannot be put into signs
(a) What did not make sense in your interpretation of the
production
(b) What was not reducible to signs and meaning (and why)
14. Conclusion
(a) Are there any special problems that need examining
(b) Any comments, suggestions for further categories for the
questionnaire and the production

From Pavis 1985.
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Appendix 2.
Sally Thorhauge & Ane Hejlskov Larsen: Reading a Museum
Object level: Practices of selection and interpretation of objects in
museum collections
The area of collection of the museum
Types of objects
The meaning, authenticity and cultural value of the object
Exhibition level: Practices of communication and exhibition
Subject or theme
Use of sub-text, effects like lighting, sound, text, pictures, the
internet, computers and so on
Principles of exhibition
Museum level: The social processes and contexts where museumrelated practices unfold
Museum architecture or the on-line portal, the museum in
interaction with its surroundings
Organization, employees and economy
The museum as a workplace
The pillar of communication
Deciding on a visitor target group
Deciding on message
Communication strategies

From Thorhauge & Hejlskov Larsen 2008.
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Dean 1994, 3.
Pavis 1985. Thorhauge & Hejlskov Larsen 2008.
3
Pavis 1985, 209.
4
See Appendix 1.
5
Thorhauge & Hejlskov Larsen 2008, 48. See Appendix 2.
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